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UFO sightings: 
are aliens all 
in the mind? 


became one of the most cele- | 
brated encounters with aliens, | 


Visitors from space are the 
fairy-folk of the 20th century. 
Millions of people are 
convinced they’re real. Some 
claim to have been abducted. 
But is there any real proof? 


Logger abducted by aliens shock An image from the film Fire in the Sky 
which tells the (untrue) story of Travis Walton, an American forestry worker, 
who claimed he was dragged up by a beam of light into a spaceship. The 
film draws on typical claims by “abductees” of being subjected to medical 
experiments and invasive examinations while on board an alien craft 
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small town in northern 
Arizona found itself in 
1975 at the centre 
extraordinary events. A 


team of loggers, working in a | 


remote part of the local forests, 
returned home with a bizarre 


story of how one of the party, | 


Travis Walton, had disappeared 
in the forest. They claimed they 
had seen Walton knocked un- 


conscious by a blue-green ray | 
| from a flying saucer, whereupon | 


| the others had driven off in fright. 


Five days later, Walton re- | 


turned home with an equally 
amazing story. He claimed to 
have woken aboard the alien 
craft to find himself among crea- 


tures with “underdeveloped fea- | 


tures, and no hair of any kind”. 
His captors then placed a mask 


over his face until he lost con- | 


sciousness again. Walton re- 


membered nothing more until he | 
| awoke again on solid ground, | 


| close to the site of his abduction. 


His story received nationwide | 
publicity, some people citing it | 


as a most impressive case of its 


| kind. But Ground Saucer Watch, 


an organisation that investigates 
such phenomena, and who had 
been the first on the scene, con- 


| cluded that the story was a hoax, 
| as did the local police. Walton 
was given a lie-detector test, and | 


failed miserably. “He has not 
been on any spacecraft,” the 
examiner concluded. 

UFO sceptic Philip Klass sug- 
gested that the story had been 


staged by the loggers to avoid | 
losing money on a wood-cutting | 


contract that they had no chance 
of completing on time. Yet 
despite the dubious circum- 
stances, Walton’s “experience” 


of | 


and forms the basis of the latest 
| of several films to be made about 
alien abductions. Fire in the 
Sky, the story of Travis Walton’s 
brush with aliens, is currently on 
release. The last UFO film with 
as much publicity was Whitley 
| Streiber’s Communion in 1990. - 
| Visitors from space have 
become an integral part of mod- 
ern mythology, just as fairies and 
dragons were in the past. Clearly 
the public has an appetite for the 
| fantastical to which Hollywood 
is only too happy to cater. 
However, alien abductions 


| represent only the most recent | 


twist in the strange history of 
| “UFOlogy” - the study of sight- 
ings of unidentified flying ob- 


| The UFO era started in 1947 
when Kenneth Arnold, flying a 
plane over the Cascade moun- 
tains in Washington State, saw a 
chain of nine brightly-illumin- 
ated objects flying “like a saucer 


the water”. The press christened 
the objects “flying saucers?” and 


official explanation of mirages 
| caused by’a temperature inver- 
sion made not the slightest dif- 
ference to publi¢é opinion — and a 
20th-century myth was born. 
One of the reasons there was 
so much interest was that space 
research was’ taking off after 
World War II. Scientists were 
starting to deliberate seriously if 
there could be life on the other 
planets in the Solar System, in 
particular*on our two nearest 
neighhpurs, Mars and Venus. 


jects (UFOs), or flying saucers. | 


would if you skipped it across | 


| 


| the US Air Force madea serious |’ 
investigation of the case. Their | 


» 


Ladbrokes are offering 
odds of just 250 to 1 that 
aliens from a UFO will land and 
take over the government within 
the next twelve months 
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an “orographic cloud”, a 
type which is formed 
by rising air currents 


Traces of the gods 
A medieval print from Basle 
‘in 1566 (right), and lines 
drawn on the Peruvian 
Plateau by Nazca tribes 
(above) - claimed by some 
as evidence of past UFO 
sightings. The Swiss author 
Erich Von Daniken made a 
fortune out of writing several 
books on the possible 
archaeclogica! evidence for 
space visitors 


p Thrilling science fiction tales of 
aliens from space fuelled the 
imagination of a war-weary, fan- 
tasy-starved public. Combined 
with Cold War paranoia, the 
UFO culture impressed itself on 
the national subconscious, where 
it has remained ever since. 
Today, despite the fact that 
there is absolutely no hard evi- 
dence that the earth has ever 
received visitors from an alien 
civilisation, the results of several 
American surveys indicate that 
the majority of people are con- 
vinced that UFOs exist. A 
Gallup poll published in 1991 
showed that 13 per cent of 
Britons — more than five million 
adults — had seen what they 
thought was a UFO. Even an 
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Even Jimmy Carter saw moving lights in 
the sky - which turned out to be Venus 


American president claims a 
sighting. Twenty years ago, 
Jimmy Carter, then the governor 
of Georgia, was visiting a local 
Lions club when he and others 
saw a mysterious light low in the 
west. As Carter described it, the 
light appeared at a distance of 
300 to 1000 metres. It changed 
colour, moved closer and then 
away again, becoming as big 
and bright as the moon before 
finally moving off. “PI never 
make fun of people who say 
they’ve seen unidentified objects 
in the sky,” he told the press. 
Carter’s sighting was hailed by 
UFO believers as powerful sup- 
port for their case. On further 


‘investigation, it emerged as a 


telling example of how fragile 
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the testimony of even the most 
distinguished witness can be. 
When Carter reported the sight- 
ing in 1973, over four years after 
the event, he recalled the date as 
October 1969. Robert Sheaffer, 
a critical UFO investigator, 
checked Lions Club records and 
found the true date was 6 Janu- 
ary, nine months earlier. The 
brilliant planet Venus lay low in 
the west-south-west that night, 
just where Carter had seen his 
UFO. Had a UFO been visible 
as well as Venus, Carter should 
have seen two brilliant objects 
in the same direction. 

“Mr Carter is in good com- 
pany in misinterpreting Venus as 
a UFO,” Sheaffer says diplomat- 
ically. Carter’s experience is 


ILLUSTRATION: DAVID A. HARDY 


Most UFO investigators agree 
that nine out of ten reports 
can be explained by natural or 
man-made objects, usually 
bright stars and planets, 
aircraft, satellites, meteors, 
balloons, artificial lights and 
weather effects. Hoaxes and 
hallucinations are only a small 
percentage. Perhaps the most 
reliable study was made by 
Allan Hendry, chief investigator 
for the Center for UFO Studies 
in Illinois. For 15 months, from 
August 1976 to November 
1977, Hendry investigated 
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1,307 UFO reports. Of those, 
1,158 became IFOs - that is, 
identified flying objects - with 
another 36 rejected on grounds 
of inadequate or unreliable 
information. Witnesses 
included astronomers, pilots, 
teachers and police. The 
remaining 113 cases - that is, 
8.6 per cent of the total - he 
was unable to solve and 
classified as UFOs. So does 
this mean that UFOs really exist 
after all? Not necessarily. 
Hendry concluded: “How can | 
be sure if my remaining UFOs 
aren’t simply IFOs misperceived 
to the point of fantasy?” 
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typical of the thousands of sight- 
ings recorded by UFO groups 
around the world each year. By 
far the majority have a simple 
explanation — Venus, being the 
brightest of the planets, is often 
the culprit. And although Venus 
does not appear as large and 
bright as the moon, nor does it 
move backwards and forwards, 
people regularly misinterpret 
the size and behaviour of iso- 
lated lights in the sky. 

Witness the following case 
from Valencia, Spain. Antonio 
Serena and his. wife were driving 
home at around 10 o’clock one 
February night, when they saw 
an intense white light in the 
south-west that seemed to zig- 
zag in front of their car before 
descending to seven or eight 
metres above them and extend- 
ing what seemed to be landing 
gear. The car’s engine began to 
fail and the lights faded. The 
Serenas’ three children became 


frightened and one was sick. 
After about an hour, the UFO 
vanished and the family returned 
home safely. The case was inves- 
tigated by an American physics 
professor, Willy Smith. He 
rejected Venus as an explanation 
because, although it was then at 
its most brilliant, its setting time 
was 9.30pm GMT, whereas the 
Serenas’ UFO had been visible 
for an hour longer. Professor 
Smith concluded that the UFO 
was seemingly under intelligent 
control, causing physical effects 
on the witnesses and their car. 
However Professor Smith 
overlooked the fact that Spain, 
in common with most of Europe, 
keeps time one hour ahead of 
GMT. Once the time difference 
is taken into account, the period 
and direction of visibility of the 
UFO exactly matches that of 
Venus. The “zig-zagging” of the 
UFO and its apparent descent 


Tricks of the light 


Above: several convincing flying 
saucer-shaped objects photographed in 
the skies over Brazil during 1969. 
Subsequent analysis established that 
they were only unusual cloud formations 


Right: how the reflection of a 


ceiling light on a window can 
successfully imitate a UFO 


are easily explained by the 


winding, uphill road. A mixture 
of travel sickness and fear seems 
a plausible explanation for the 
child’s illness. And the car’s elec- 
trical problems were traced to 
the battery, which the following 
day was found to be dead after a 
fault. So it seems that even the 
endorsement of a UFO sighting 
by a professor of physics is no 
guarantee that it does not have a 
simple, prosaic explanation. 
Such cases demonstrate the 
difficulty of estimating the size 
and distance of an unknown light 
with any accuracy, and how eas- 
ily people get carried away with 
their descriptions of events. This 
was nicely shown by a British 
physicist, David Simpson, who 
carried out a series of hoaxes. 
He flew a three-volt torch bulb 
under a kite and a balloon in the 
vicinity of groups of unsuspect- 
ing UFO watchers and recorded 
their responses. “It was brighter 
than any man-made light”; “It 
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UFOs are like religious visions 


- they come at times of stress 


> out-manoeuvred any known air- 
craft”; “It was definitely metallic 
and had portholes”; “I flashed 
my torch and it flashed the same 
code back”; “It communicated 
with me telepathically”. 

In another hoax, Simpson 
shone a bright purple light 
towards a group of UFO watch- 
ers and asked an accomplice 
among them to pretend to pho- 
tograph it. In reality, the film 
had already been exposed to 
show a different part of the hori- 
zon with a different light super- 
imposed. Other deliberate clues 
should have revealed that the 
pictures were fakes. Yet when 
UFOlogists, including a French 
astronomer, examined the film, 
they pronounced it genuine. 

My own investigation of one 
case shows just how easy it is to 
find a simple explanation if you 
look hard enough. On 2 Octo- 
ber, 1983, the front page of the 
News of the World announced: 
“UFO lands in Suffolk - and 
that’s official”. According to the 
sensational story, one night secu- 
rity guards outside the US Air 
Force base at Woodbridge, near 
Ipswich, saw a bright light 
descending into nearby Rendle- 
sham Forest. When a group of 
airmen went out to investigate, 
they were confronted by a flash- 
ing light seemingly mounted on 
a craft that moved away from 
them through the forest, leaving 
behind landing marks, burns on 
the tree trunks and traces of 
radiation. One of the security 
guards, who had subsequently 
left the Air Force, even spoke of 
a meeting with aliens. 

The newspaper published a 
memo from the deputy base 
commander, Lieutenant Colonel 
Charles Halt, to the British Min- 
istry of Defence, which con- 
firmed the event, apart from the 
supposed meeting with aliens. 
Three British UFO investigators 
who wrote a book about the case 
described it as “unique in the 
annals of UFO history — the 
world’s first officially observed, 
and officially confirmed, UFO 
landing and contact”. But when I 
made my own investigation, | 
found that even such a seem- 
ingly watertight case could have 
a straightforward explanation. 

In the first place, at the same 
time the airmen reported the 
craft descending into the forest, 
an unusually bright meteor had 
burned up in the atmosphere 
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“extraterrestrial 


over southern England. The 
flashing UFO in the forest lay in 
the direction of the Orford Ness 
lighthouse, 9.5 kilometres away 
on the Suffolk coast. To some- 
one standing in the forest, the 
lighthouse appears to lie only a 
few feet off the ground among 
the trees, and seems to move 
with the observer. The local 
police were called to the scene 
by the US Air Force on the night 
of the incident, but said that the 
only light they could see was the 
Orford Ness lighthouse. Had a 
real UFO been present, the 
American airmen should have 
seen two flashing lights, not one. 
In the second place, local 
foresters told me that the “land- 
ing marks” were actually old 
rabbit diggings, and the “burn 
marks” on the trees were cuts 
made by foresters into which 
pine resin had bubbled. The 
radiation readings reported by 
Colonel Halt were no more than 
the normal background levels. 
UFOlogists are clearly only 
too ready to supply a fanciful 


A CIA memo says 
there is ‘no shred of 
evidence’ for UFOs 


explanation for their observa- 
tions. This attitude readily trans- 
lates into conspiracy theory 
when extended to the govern- 
ment — which allegedly knows 
“the truth” about UFOs, but is 
covering it up. Unfortunately for 
the cover-up theory, the files of 
Project Blue Book, the former 
US Air Force office for 
analysing UFO reports, were 
released some years ago and 
showed that the Air Force knew 
no more about UFOs than any- 
one else — indeed, they often 
knew a good deal less. 
UFOlogists responded by 
charging that the CIA had a 
separate investigation which 
even the Air Force didn’t know 
about. But CIA files obtained 
using the US Freedom of Infor- 
mation Act do not support the 
cover-up theory either, since 
they consist of newspaper cut- 
tings, letters from UFOlogists 
and bureaucrat’s memos averag- 
ing one page per week. One for- 
merly secret CIA memo from 
1952 concluded that there was 
“no shred of evidence” to sup- 
port the idea that UFOs were 
spaceships. 
Another memo the following 


Kidnapped: ‘true-life’ 
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Alien phot 
One of the 

most famous of 
all abductions: 
Barney and 
Betty Hill, who 
claimed their car 
was chased by 
an alien space- 
craft. Under 
hypnosis Mrs 
Hill revealed 
details of the 
ship (right) and 
one of her 
supposed 
abductors (top) 
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The astronomer who came 
up with the UFO”grading 
system, Dr J Allen Hynek 


I 1961, an Ameri- 
can couple, Betty 
and Barney Hill, were 
“chased” by a UFO 
while driving home 
one night through 
the White Mountains 
of New Hampshire. 
They stopped to 
observe the UFO 
through binoculars, 
and Barney thought 
he could see people 
aboard. To escape 
what they were now 
convinced was an 
alien spacecraft, 
they took to the back 
roads and arrived 
home two hours late. 
A week later, Mrs 
Hill began to have 
recurrent dreams 
that they had not 
escaped, but been 
taken aboard the 
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craft and medically 
examined. Quizzed 
by a psychiatrist 
under hypnosis, 
Betty recounted a 
detailed story of 
events aboard the 
spaceship, including 
seeing a star map 
marked with the 
aliens’ trade routes. 
UFOlogists regard 
the Hill case as a 
classic, yet it looks 
less impressive on 
closer examination. 
Mrs Hill drew a 
sketch showing the 
UFO and a star near 
the moon. In fact, 
the planets Jupiter 
and Saturn were 
near the moon that 
night. Mrs Hill’s 
“star” matches the 
position of Saturn, 


and her UFO that of 
Jupiter. Had there 
been a real UFO 
present as well, she 
would have seen 
three bright objects 
near the moon. 

The psychiatrist 
who examined her, 
Dr Benjamin Simon 
of Boston, said that 
the story she told 
under hypnosis was 
a fantasy, like her 
dreams. “The 
abduction did not 
happen,” he said. 

Hypnosis is often 
used to reveal more 
detail. But hypnosis 
is well known to 
make the patient 
more amenable to 
suggestion. Often 
after hypnosis the 
patients delude 


Classifying UFOs 
Dr Hynek used six sighting grades: 


Disappearing act 
This young French- 
man, Frank Fontaine 
(left, centre), 
disappeared for a 
week during 
December 1979, 
apparently 
kidnapped by a UFO, 
He then reappeared 
in exactly the same 
spot as two friends 
watched. Fontaine 
said he remembered 
nothing of the 
experience 


themselves even 
more. Most “abduc- 
tions” happen at 
night, in bed. The 
subject notices a 
strange light or 
noise or may see a 
person standing 
near the bed, but is 
unable to move. In 
the morning, they 
wake up feeling 
strange and achey 
but remembering 
nothing. Hypnosis 
reveals a kidnapping 
by aliens. 

A likely explana- 
tion is the common 
phenomenon of 
lucid dreaming, or 
“waking dreams”, 
which many people 
have experienced, 
especially in the 
early morning. 


most sightings 
an object, usually 
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oval or disc-shaped, such as the 
original 1947 “flying saucer” 
sighting by Kenneth Arnold 

in which a visual 
sighting appears to be corroborated 
by a simultaneous radar return 


the simplest encounter; the UFO is 
at close range, but there is no 
interaction with the environment; 
eg, the Carter sighting (see text) 


physical effects are noted on the 
environment and sometimes on the 
observers. The Rendlesham Forest 
case is of this kind 


“occupants” are seen either inside 
or outside the UFO 
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First contactee | 


In the 1950s, George Adamski (above, left), 
founder of a religious cult near Mount Palomar, 
was the first so-called contactee, those favoured 
with personal visits from flying saucers and their 
occupants. He claimed to have been given rides 
by people from Venus, Mars and Saturn, includ- 
ing “two incredibly lovely young women” who Nahe x 
took him to cities on the far side of the moon. 
He also published photographs of a “Venusian 
scout ship” taken using his six-inch telescope 


year reported that they had col- 
lected very little material worth 
keeping, and two years later 
came a recommendation to ter- 
minate the part-time UFO study 
then in operation. An internal 
memo from 1976 notes that the 
government has no UFO investi- 
gation, nor is there any UFO 
study project current in the intel- 
ligence community. 

However, a CIA briefing 
paper from 1952 does report the 
Air Force’s view that the sight- 
ings, “given adequate data, can 
be explained either on the basis 
of misinterpretation of known 
objects, or of as yet little-under- 
stood natural phenomena”. 

So why do people still claim to 
see UFOs, and even be taken on 
board? Psychologists are turning 
their attention to what motivates 
UFOlogists and “abductees”. It 
seems that contact with the 
“unknown” holds a special posi- 
tion in the human psyche. There 
is a deep, unconscious emotional 
need to assign supernatural or 
non-terrestrial influences to the 
more uncontrollable aspects of 
human behaviour, whether at 
the personal or cultural level. 

There are many parallels 
between the role of religious 
belief and that of UFOlogy. 
Waves of sightings occur in times 
of crisis — such as in America 
during the Cold War, or cur- 
rently in Russia — which is also 
the time when people look for 
divine protection. For the period 
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between 1940 and 1970, two Ital- | 
ians, Roberto Pinotti and Cor- | 


rado Malanga, established a neat 
correlation between the num- 
bers of recorded visions of the 
Virgin Mary and those of UFO 
sightings. Carl Jung, the Swiss 
psychologist, suggested that, like 
religious visions, UFOs might be 
involuntary projections of “emo- 
tional tension brought about by 
an emergency situation”. 

Indeed many UFO believers 
adopt a quasi-religious stance, 
attributing their extraterrestrial 
visitors with missionary benevo- 
lence, often with special mes- 
sages for mankind. An Austrian 
UFO researcher, Dr Alex Kreul, 
has found that a high proportion 
of people who report close en- 
counters have also claimed to 
have had ESP experiences. 

It seems that there will always 
be a deep psychological need in 
many people to hand over 
responsibility for their lives to a 
mysterious outside force, be it 
gods or aliens, and credited with 
playing a major role in human 
destiny. Ian Ridpath W 
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